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Tree By Tree 


Author's Notes: 
This was written last year, circa in February, when i thought Robin will never come back to NIN. It takes place 
about in an alternate 2007 or so. You don\'t really have to know anything about them though. 


Thank you cold_clarity and mumblemutter for beta and words of encouragement and for being lovely. 


Protect more of your Mmormuiies ¡us less! 


Tree by tree 


Im in the basement, you're in the sky (Placebo, English Summer Rain) 


The beginning 


One 


One night Robin calls, says "I'll be there in lO minutes, | need to show you something," and Trent curses under 


his breath, shuts the phone off and throws it on the bed. 

It's been a while, actually face to face, words and all the mess between them. He should've said he's not there. 
It's not about some kind of reconciliation it's something else and Robin hands him a box and a pair of scissors 
and starts undressing. He looks at the scissors in his hand and the box; Robin says, "It's empty, you can look if 


you like," then he says, "Actually you should look Do you have something to drink?" 


"water." 


"Water's fine. Water's perfect! 


Later, with the glass of water in his hand, his fingers tracing lines on the damp surface, idly, absentminded, 
Robin looks at Trent and he just stares back, doesn't really recognize him, not really. 


"Thanks," Robin says and for a moment his face radiates. Beneath the long hair and the beard, he seems like 
the old Robin, the one Trent used to know. The one he didn’t exactly, thoroughly understand even in the end. 


Especially in the end. He says, "Give me the scissors and the box", and Trent obliges. 
"What is this all about, Robin?" 
"Sit down" 


There's protest slowly forming on the tip of his tongue, but: 
"Sit down Trent. Trust me. Watch." 


Then, with a swift movement, he cuts his beard--all of it--then he dips his head, turns his hair around his 
fist and cuts through it all. All of it. It stays stump on his head and long in his hand. 


Trent blinks, "What the fuck?" What the hell Robin couldn't have a hairdresser at home? 


Robin stares at him with a look he doesn't know, takes the box and puts the hair inside. Then closes it. He then 
leans down. Trent idly notices that the tips of Robin's hair seem wet. He shakes his head. 


Robin leans down and frowns, takes another sip from his water, then another and another. Finally he says, "| 


need to sleep a little". 
"Dude." 
"Trust me." 


There had been moments before, ambiguous situations, illogic actions to certify it, and Trent thinks that 
maybe everyone was right after all, maybe Robin did go insane. He stands up as if to leave the room and Robin 


says, "No, stay. You have to stay. Please." 
And so he does. 


Time goes by slowly, shifts and stretches, and Trent alternates between looking at Robin, the carpet, the chair, 
the ceiling, a book next to him, the TV, Robin's shoes, his own, the watch, Robin, the watch, Robin. Robin. 
There's something wrong with Robin. He could swear that every time he looks at him he is changing, the hair, 


the beard doesn't stay stump anymore, not some loose hairs hanging from his chin, not some short hair 


spiking up from his head. They brush against his face. And the more he looks he can see Robin growing his 
hair back. 


But that's not possible. 

He looks inside the box and the hair there doubled its size. It looks whiter, thinner, wilted seemingly. 

Only, 

hair doesn't ever wilt. 

Not normally. 

Sometime between these observations, Robin opened his eyes. He runs a hand through his hair and says ah. 
Trent looks at him speechless with the box in his hand. The hair is moving slowly, imperceptibly and Trent 
drops the box. 


"Nol" Robin's voice a sudden shriek. "Careful, careful" 


When he gathers the hair to put it back into the box it seems to cling to the floor. Robin jerks at it and 
stuffs it into the box. He closes the lid and tapes it. 


"It will not stop growing otherwise. You wouldn't want a carpet of my hair here would you?" He smiles and 
Trent has to sit down. 
He massages his head, he can't understand a thing. There is a sense of terror, there is Robin and the two 


don't mix together well 
"What the hell is happening Robin?" 

He sits down and lifts his shoulders. "I don't know. There's something changing. Within me. | think" 
"| dont know." 


He looks lost, or, not "lost", but just not there for a moment, and for the very same moment Trent sways to 


and fro a little, like wanting to lean against something when there's nothing to support him. 


Robin says,'| gotta to sit down I'm so tired. | can't really move." He takes his shoes off, says, "All shoes seem 
inevitably unfitting now". He smiles, then chokes and says nothing more. For a while he just stares into space. "| 


like being barefoot," he murmurs and Trent doesn't know what to say. 


Then, at once, out of the silence: "How are you?" The question is soft and raspy, with the slightest hint of 


concern and politeness. Somehow foreign now. Same Robin. 


"Fine. You know." 

Robin doesn't know but doesn't insist either. 
"You?" A pause. "Bianca? Axl?" 

"Ah, you know, the usual. It's good." 

"Yeah." 


And then there's quiet again and Trent staring at Robin's hair. 


The middle 


Two 


Two words: "help me". And there are two options, "of course" and "| don't know how" and from them all and all 
their multitude of variations Trent chooses "Right". There's "Why me?" and "You can't just come back here, 
now," but mostly its "Right" and him staring at his shoes. Robin sighs and says the next day (after Trent 
gives him one of the guest rooms to use, one in the attic with big windows and sun coming in in the morning) 
he says, "There's something else you need to see," and takes him into his new room, takes his shirt off and 
turns around. Along his spine the skin looks different. "Touch it," Robin says and Trent does, and ¡Fs warm, 
then cold, then hard, then very very soft, like melting slowly, his fingers seem to dip in and Trent recoils like 
he's been burnt. The skin seems to move imperceptibly. "Are you doing this?" Surely, it must be some kind of 
movement caused by the thoracic cage, by ribs, and breathing, and, and.. Robin smiles. "That's not it. I'm not 
sure what it is. Have you ever seen an infant's skull? That place that isn't bone yet, but soft, its like that, it 
feels like that.. | think something is growing." And the way he says it, calm, the excitement? Trent will have to 
live with it. Sure, sure it grows. Of course. And then he leaves and goes down the stairs, slowly, one by one, 
trying to comprehend. He can't. His fingertips tingle with a dull itch, as if he had touched nettle. Or something. 
A persistent burning. He wonders if he imagines it. 


Robin loves the sun; he sometimes walks around in the garden, when no one can see him, staring at the sun 
transfixed. Sometimes Trent thinks he can see a faint tint of green on his skin, like a greenish hue. Just 


sometimes, when Robin stays out in the sun too much. A green sort of tan 


Sometimes Trent finds him in the bathroom, his feet in the bathtub filled with water. He leans against the wall 


and the light is dim and blue and Trent sees the hairs on his legs moving in the water slowly like tiny roots. 


Robin is unresponsive then, just leans there, his eyes barely open and smiling softly. It reminds Trent of Robin 
on drugs. 


One night it reminds Trent of something else and he kisses Robin while he's barefoot in the bathtub his eyes 
closed and he runs his hand through his hair and it's like getting tangled in algae, like when Trent got tangled 
when he was a kid and couldn't get out. It scares him and Robin smiles, barely there. Trent leaves, but dreams 
of fields and roots and tangling algae and of suffocating, slowly. When he jerks up, awake, ¡Fs Robin in his bed, 
naked and a little green, smelling like grass and leaves and Trent gives in to his hands, the hairs moving, 
carefully petting, curiously, his own hands moving over Robins body, this foreign body, feels the bark moving 
under his skin, along his spine, elongating, bones liquefying and Robin says, slowly, "I'm turning into something 
else," and squeezes at Trent's shoulder as if it'd be something important, something he needs to understand. 


Trent doesn't understand but says ok. Then Robin says, "I'm not afraid". 


Trent's never been more terrified in his whole life. 


Three 


There's lines, slowly flowing, bending, straight to undulating, petting slowly, bursting out into the air, slowing 
down again, sluggishly snaking along, in pulsating moves, slow, slow slow fast then slow, so so slow and stretch 
and stretch. Sometimes Robin holds at his elbows or his knees because he says everything seems to flow and 
he feels his fingers, and toes, and bones, his nails, and cuticles he feels them flowing, all his edges melting, 
tearing, elongating and he holds at them so he doesn't unwind completely. Trent just stares at him and doesn't 
know what to answer, after all he can feel his toes right where they are, and his heels pressing into the 


ground, he feels the ground pressing back into his heels and this is really how it should be. 


He starts drinking again eventually, because there's a lot to deal with suddenly. Because Robin's so calm and he 


doesn't understand. He shuts himself off from the world, the band, everyone. 

Sometimes Bianca calls to ask for Robin and Robin just shakes his head and says, "I'm not here". 

When Bianca files a missing person report and Robin's face is all over the news in pretty much every country 
now, when police comes to his place and looks for him, they hide Robin in the greenhouse where he starts 
growing branches and long, long and thin leaves from his hair. 


He doesn't say much after that anymore, doesn't really speak, just moves slowly from left to right. 


His clothes rip slowly and Trent cuts them off one day, looks at Robin's body, runs his hand over the rough, 
wooden surface of his trunk. From above Robin looks down on him serenely. Underneath his palm Trent can feel 


a faint beating. 
Trent spends days in the greenhouse. 


He used to wait for a reaction: fear, shock, terror, breakdown.. He saw none and with every wondrous thing 
Robin got rid of them all completely until there was nothing but a faint, omnipresent smile. 


He goes up, up, up, up, lifting, elongating, to the sun, stretching. It should be enlightening, inspiring, but it's not. 
It's constricting, suffocating, and Trent never felt more grounded in his life. 


He just grows and grows and grows, surrenders from it all, from body, thought, interest, he renounces it all. 


It's all he ever wanted. Becoming a better person, a better thing, becoming. Evolving. 


Robin is up in the sky, stretched to the clouds, filled with sun and light, serene. On the ground Trent stays in 
the shade because the sun is blinding and he can't look up to him anymore, can't see a thing except the dark 
contours and blinding spots. 


On the news there are images of Robin and his bandmates, past and present, his own bandmates, past, not 
present, of himself, Bianca, fans, all talking. They can't find him. They miss him. They want him back. They 
reminisce of the old days. He tries to turn it off, spill all bottles, lock all drawers and stop searching for them. 
He burns his phonebooks so he doesn't have to call anyone, so he doesn't have the numbers, he sits on the 
bed and doesn't answer his phone, lets the messages record and erases the tapes systematically. He forgets a 
lot that way. The house is silent, and Trent is silent too, there's only creaks and rustling. 


The light dims and blurs and melts and there is darkness. 

Trent dreams of walking through a forest of growing trees. One by one they grow fast, visibly and he walks as 
they surpass him in height, never stopping, always reaching up till he's just a tiny speck between tree trunks. 
An ant between them all. They are so tall above him he doesn't see the crowns anymore. They darken the sky 
with their branches and he can hear them, rustling, like talking, silently whispering in a language he doesn't 
understand, up there, where he can't reach, where he can't hear, and the world is empty and barren at the 


feet of the trees and he's all alone. 


After a while even Bianca stops calling. 


Four 


There's something sad about trees. The way they're defenseless in front of the swinging axe. The way they 


can't go anywhere, can't do anything but accept; the inevitability of it all. 


It's 4am and Trent thinks, there was something Robin said, before he went silent, before all he heard was 


rustling of leaves, he said, "You don't have to be alone anymore, you won't be alone anymore now." 


Five 


.hours it takes before he doesn't move at all anymore. The greenhouse looks desolate, like a cut forest, pieces 
of wood and dead plants everywhere. There's blood too. And something green A lot of something green. On the 
floor, on himself. Green. Trent sits the axe to the floor and breathes in Then out. Then in. The space where 
Robin was is a mess; he can't sum it up in any other way. It doesn't have a face anymore. And no limbs. There 
are just pieces. Everywhere. 


Later, when he stops screaming and there's just this blackness around him and this numbness and absolute 
lack of feeling he gathers the pieces and puts them in plastic bags and boxes. He has them all arranged and 
taped shut and till morning the greenhouse is on fire. He doesn't burn the pieces though; he thinks the only 
human thing (the only thing Robin would've found human) is to bury them. And he does, in the yard behind the 


glass house. 


The end 


When Trent wakes up the next morning, the sun shines through the pearly beads of rain on his window. He 
opens his eyes slowly and blinks. On the walls there are shadows of branches moving in the wind. When he 
looks outside, there's a tree in his garden, monstrous, made of pieces and parts, of hands and legs and fingers, 
all of it moving slowly in the wind like a wailing willow. 


He doesn't stop screaming even after the police come and dig up the corpse of Robin Finck. 


